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We boldly ventured into 
the pleasant realms of 
Cythera, 
gingerly, experimentally 
peeling away the 
thickly applied heavy 
gold leaf 
affixed 
to our great Expectations. 
!
!























































































































LIMINA LETI, MORTIS METUS: An Analytical Contextualization of 






ambition.! !Appropriately! given! the! title! “On! the!Nature!of!Things,”! this!
poetic! treatise! broaches! atomic! behavior,! volcanoes,! the! vastness! of! the!
universe,!love,!the!history!of!the!earth!and!of!human!society,!magnetism!–!
indeed,! the! subject!matter! is! dizzyingly! varied.! !And! yet,! such! variety,!
however! immense,! does! not! detract! from!Lucretius’! objective! in!writing!
the!poem.!!By!plumbing!the!complexities!of!nature,!by!logically!accounting!
for! the! stuff! of! life,! the! poet-philosopher-teacher! encourages! his! reader-
student!to!remain!grounded!in!this!life!and!aims!to!quell!the!senseless!fear!
of! the! unknown.! ! Despite! its! frightful! content! and,! consequently,! its!
seeming!incongruence!with!the!poem,!the!epilogue!poses!no!exception!to!
this! aim.! !Far! from!being!discordant!with! the! rest! of!De!Rerum!Natura,!
which!exalts!the!Epicurean!acceptance!of!death!as!natural!and!ineluctable!
and! decries! the! widespread! fear! of! death,! Lucretius’! description! of! the!
Plague!of!Athens! reinforces!his!Epicurean!mission! statement! and! cinches!
the!structure!of!the!poem!as!a!whole.!
! To!begin!with,!although!Thucydides’!account!of!the!plague!in!The!
Peloponnesian! War! clearly! influenced! Lucretius’! description,! the! latter!
writer!devotes!more!attention!to!the!generative!human!body!and!dread!of!
death.! ! Both! writers! mention! that! the! afflicted! resorted! to! castration;!
however,! Lucretius! specifically! states! that!men! emasculated! themselves!








parents! and! their! children! (1256-8);! indeed,! he! emphasizes! the! plague’s!
disruption!of!the!generative!order.!!Another!significant!difference!between!
these!plague!reports! lies! in!their!presentation!of!people’s!responses!to!the!
desolation.! !Upon!discussing! the!Athenians’! shameless!violation!of!burial!
customs,!Thucydides!recounts!their!resolution!to!“spend!quickly!and!enjoy!
themselves,!regarding!their!lives!and!riches!as!alike!things!of!a!day”!(53.2).!!
He! therefore! indicates! that! they! accepted! the! imminence! and!quickened!
inevitability! of! death! in! the! wake! of! pestilential! destruction.! ! Though!
Lucretius! does! not! mention! this! nihilistic! abandon,! he! accentuates! the!
“excessive! lust! for! life”! stemming! from! “dread! of! death”! (1240)! that!
induced! people! to! spurn! their! ailing! kin.! !This! reference! to! the! fear! of!
death,!which! is!noticeably!absent! from!Thucydides’!parallel!discussion!of!




narrative! than! in! Thucydides’! account! –! indeed,! both! this! fear! and! the!
human! generative! body! occupy! significant! positions! in! the! poet-
philosopher’s!great!work.!
! The! notion! of! the! generative! body! and! the! related! act! of!
procreation! take! root! in!Lucretius’! introductory! invocation!of!Venus.! ! In!
this! grand! poetic! eulogy,! he! exalts! her! as! alma! (I.2:! “nourishing”)! and!





the! extent! of! Venus’! propagative! power! increases.! ! In! addition! to!
contributing! to! the! production! of! Aeneas’! descendants,! the! goddess!
supplies! land!and! sea!with! their!characteristic! inhabitants! (3-4)!–! indeed,!
“through!her!every! type!of! living! thing(s)! is!conceived!and,!having!arisen,!
sees! the! light!of! the! sun”! (4-5:! per! te! quoniam! genus! omne!animantum!/!
concipitur! visitque! exortum! lumina! solis).! ! Lucretius! further! emphasizes!
Venus’! role! in! perpetuating! the! generations! of! species! by! detailing! her!
effect! on! herd! animals.! !Having! been! “seized! by! the! charm”! of! the! love!
goddess,!these!beasts!“follow![her]!eagerly!wherever![she]!urge[s]!each!one!
to! go”! (15-16:! capta! lepore! /! te! sequitur! cupide! quo! quamque! inducere!
pergis).! ! As! a! result,!Venus! “make[s]! it! so! that! the! generations! eagerly!
propagate!according!to!their!species”!(20:!efficis!ut!cupide!generatim!saecla!
propagent).!!The!magnitude!of!her!influence!is!particularly!evinced!by!the!
adverb! cupide,! which! Lucretius! uses! twice! in! his! description! of! the!
amorous! animals.! ! Although! he! employs! the! forceful! incutiens! (19:!
!
6!
“striking”)! to!characterize!Venus!as! she! infuses! them!with!desire,!he!also!
presents! the! beasts! as! receptive! to! her! touch.! ! Indeed,! they! follow! her!





! If! the! introduction!of!De!Rerum!Natura! serves! to!exalt!Venus! as!
the! mother! and! ultimate! source! of! all! creatures! and,! consequently,! an!
appropriate!muse!for!the!poem!(21-25),!then!the!conclusion!–!Lucretius’!
plague!narrative!–! serves! to! remind! the! reader!of!death,! the!natural! and!
ineluctable!complement! to!birth.! !This!account!of! the!Plague!of!Athens,!
which!harrowed! the!city! from! the!years!of!430! to!426!B.C.E.,1! seems! to!
undermine! the! elements! which! Lucretius! so! joyously! celebrates! in! his!
invocation.! !To!begin!with,! as! the! juxtaposition!of!Lucretius’!description!
with! that! of! Thucydides! illustrates,! the! poet! emphasizes! that! some!
Athenians!castrated!themselves!in!the!frenzy!of!disease.!!The!implications!
of!this!drastic!act!are!momentous.!!In!“depriving!themselves!of!their!manly!
parts”! (VI.1209:! privati! parte! virili),! these! Athenians! are! also! depriving!
themselves! of! the! capacity! to! procreate,! to! perpetuate! the! generations.!!
Such!desperation! stands! in! stark! contrast! to! the! lusty! exuberance!which!
Venus! inspires! in! all! creatures! and!which!Lucretius! glowingly!depicts! in!
the!invocation.!!Far!from!being!eager!to!sow!their!seed!and!thus!populate!
the! ages,! the! deranged! men! desire! to! emasculate! themselves! and! thus!
permanently! prevent! their! contribution! to! the! proliferation! of! their!
species.! ! This! tension! between! the! introduction! and! the! conclusion! to!
Lucretius’!work!also!manifests! in!his!description!of! the!plague’s!effect!on!
birds! and! beasts.! ! Upon! accentuating! the! motherhood! and! generative!
supremacy!of!Venus,!he!designates!birds!as!the!first!recipients!of!her!touch!
(I.12-13)! and! then! chronicles! her! influence! on! terrestrial! creatures! (14:!
inde! ferae!pecudes!persultant…).! ! In! similar! fashion,!having!described! the!
humans’!desperate! resort! to!castration,!Lucretius!discusses! the! interaction!
between!animals!and! the!pestilence.! ! Just!as!birds! functioned!as! the! first!
bearers! of!Venus’!mark,! so! do! they! assume! the!primary!position! in! this!
section!on!nonhuman!plague!victims:!!nec!tamen!omnino!temere!illis!solibus!
ulla!/!comparebat!avis!(VI.1219-20:!“nor,!however,!was!any!bird!by!chance!
at! all! visible! in! those! days.”).! !Though! their! primacy! persists,! they! have!
switched! roles! –! now! they! serve! as! the! first! animals! to! succumb! to!
pestilential!death,!rather!than!the!blow!of!life-giving,!“pleasing!love”!(I.19:!







under! the! sway! of! inexorable! disease,! the! “sad! generations! of! the! beasts!




Lucretius! magnifies! this! inversion! of! the! hopeful,! life-affirming!
introduction!by!including!a!section!in!the!epilogue!that!is!noticeably!absent!
from!Thucydides’!account.!!Upon!noting!the!rampancy!of!the!disease!and!
the! resultant! overabundance! of! corpses,! the! poet! provides! a! poignantly!







atop! their! lifeless! boys! and,! on! the! other! hand,! [you!would! be!
able]! to! see! that! sons!were! breathing! out! their! life! atop! their!
mothers!and!fathers.!(VI.1256-58)!
In!addition!to!crafting!a!heart-wrenching!passage!that!briefly!yet!effectively!
conveys! the! horrors! of!pestilence,!Lucretius! alludes! to! the! invocation! of!
Venus!by! accentuating! the!plague’s!violation!of! the! generative!order.! ! In!
blatant!contrast!to!the!fruitful,!creative!goddess!of!love,!plague!–!a!conduit!
of!death!–!undermines!the!family,!which!is!integral!to!the!proliferation!of!
generations! and! nullifies! the! generative! capacity! of! the! individual.! !This!
latter! point! is! particularly! evident! in! the! scene! described.! ! Instead! of!
depicting!the!bodies!of!puellae!or!even!the!gender-neutral!liberi,!Lucretius!
makes!the!corpses!male!(pueris,!natos)!–!indeed,!it!is!the!sower!of!seed,!the!
active! propagator! of! the! species,!whom! death! victimizes! in! this! section.!!
To! add! to! the! poignancy! of! the! passage,! Lucretius! situates! patribus!
(“fathers”)! next! to! natos! (“sons”)! and! thereby! emphasizes! the! boys’!
erstwhile! potential! to! become! fathers! and! to! contribute! to! the!
perpetuation!of!generations.!The!natural,!procreative!order!accentuated!in!
Lucretius’! invocation! of! Venus! thus! founders! in! his! tragic! epilogue! –!
indeed,! the! generative! power! of! the! poet’s! “nourishing”!muse! seems! to!
degenerate!in!the!wake!of!pestilential!destruction.!




he! presents! the! reader!with! an! explicit! account! of! human! suffering! and!
devastation,! he! is! not! remiss! in! doing! so.! !About! twenty! lines! after! he!
entreats!Venus!to!guide!him!as!he!plumbs!the!nature!of!things!(I.24-25),!
the!poet!announces! that!he!will!explore! the! fundamental!components!of!




a! natural! occurrence! and! that! it! serves! as! a! necessary! and! ineluctable!
complement! to!birth.! ! Indeed,!he! does! not! sugarcoat! the! account,! as!he!
famously! strives! to! lessen! the! severity! of! his! philosophical! thesis! by!
communicating! it!through!verse!(I.943-7).!!Nevertheless,!the!harshness!of!
the!plague!does!not!undermine!its!natural!provenance.!!Before!he!recounts!
the! symptoms! of! the! plague! and! its! desolation! of! Athens,! Lucretius!
discourses! on! the! origins! of! pestilence! and! thus! offers! up! a! rational!
explanation!(VI.1090-1137).!!Rather!than!clashing!with!and!contradicting!
the!celebratory!introduction,!the!epilogue!complements!it;!as!Monica!Gale!
notes! in!Lucretius!and! the!Didactic!Epic,!according! to!Epicurean! thought,!
“we!cannot!have!creation!without!destruction.”2!!The!arrangement!itself!of!
the! Latin! text! reinforces! this! complementary! relationship! between! birth!
and! death.! ! As! was! mentioned! earlier,! genetrix,! which! literally! means!
“female!creator”!and!refers!to!Venus,!is!the!second!word!of!the!poem!and!
becomes! the! first!word!when! translated;!conversely,! the! last!word!of! the!
plague! narrative! and,! indeed,! of! the! entire! poem! is! desererentur,!which!
translates!as!“they![the!corpses]!would!be!deserted”!(1286).!!Although!the!
sentence!that! features!desererentur! is!somewhat!uplifting!–! in! it!Lucretius!
states!that!people!would!“often!brawl!with!much!blood!rather!than!desert!
bodies”!(1285-6:!multo!cum!sanguine!saepe!/! rixantes!potius!quam!corpora!
desererentur)! –! the! notion! of! abandonment! nevertheless! concludes! the!
poem.!!Therefore,!De!Rerum!Natura!both!literally!and!thematically!begins!
with! creation! and! ends!with! destruction.! ! It! evokes! a! living! organism,! a!
creature!whose!life!begins!and!inevitably,!naturally!ends.!
! However,!not!all!of!the!circumstances!detailed! in!the!epilogue!are!
natural! and! thus! complementary! to! those!which! Lucretius! extols! in! his!
introduction.! ! Indeed,!birds! and!beasts! and!humans! are! subject! to!death,!







which! Lucretius! describes! in! his! plague! narrative! is! the! self-castration!
committed!by!Athenian!men.!!Although!the!disease!naturally!invades!their!
private!parts!(VI.1206-7),!Lucretius!attributes!their!rash!reaction!to!“grave!
fear! at! the! threshold! of! death”! (1208:! graviter…metuentes! limina! leti).!!
Once! again,! the! arrangement!of! the!Latin! text! emphasizes! the! fatuity!of!
their!behavior.!!Immediately!after!he!characterizes!these!Athenian!men!as!
“fearful!of!the!threshold!of!death”!–!that!is,!fearful!of!death’s!advent!–!the!
poet!writes,! “they! continued! living,! having! been! divested! of! their!manly!
parts! by! a! sword”! (1209:! vivebant! ferro! privati! parte! virili).! ! Leti! and!
vivebant,!though!separated!by!a! line!break,!therefore!abut!each!other.! !By!
syntactically! forcing! these! antithetical! elements! together,! Lucretius!
emphasizes! the! unnaturalness! of! the!men’s! action;! instead! of! accepting!
death!in!its!pestilential!form,!they!resisted!the!nature!of!things!and,!as!A.E.!
Stallings! keenly! translates! line! 1209,! “managed! to…hang! on! to! life.”3!!!
Though!this!maddening!dread!of!death!does!not!feature!in!the!invocation,!
it! does! appear! immediately! before! Lucretius! expounds! on! his! first!







emphasizes! the!necessity!of!dispelling! the! fear!of! that!which! is! inevitable!
and!illustrates!how!humans!behave!when!such!a!fear!persists.!!!!
! Although! fear! of! death! emerges! understandably! in! the! plague!
narrative! as! a! ruinous! force,! one! that! provokes! men! to! emasculate!
themselves!and! thus!affront! the!natural!order,!Lucretius!does!not!restrain!












taetrum…odorem)! that! is! redolent! of! “putrid! corpses”! (1155:!
rancida…cadavera).!!Amplifying!the!shock!factor!of!his!account,!Lucretius!
says!that!many!of!the!afflicted! longed!so!desperately!for!water!that!“from!
high! they! fell!headlong! [into]!wells!with! their!very!mouths!gaping!open”!
(1174-5:!praecipites!lymphis!putealibus!alte!/!inciderunt!ipso…ore!patente).!!
Humans! acquire! a! ghastly! appearance! and!commit!drastic! acts!under! the!
smart!of!the!plague!–!these!details!are!explicit,!and!they!affect!the!reader!at!
the! visceral! level.! !However,! the! narrative! also! features! psychologically!





An!element!of!hopelessness! thus!permeates! the!scene.! !This!hopelessness!





! It! is! this! seeming! incongruity,! however,! that! cements! the! plague!
narrative!as!a!fixture!of!De!Rerum!Natura.!!In!addition!to!being!a!poet!and!
a!philosopher,!Lucretius!is!a!teacher.!!One!may!even!assert!that!he!is!first!
and! foremost! a! teacher! –! indeed,! he! teaches! philosophy! by! means! of!
poetry.! ! If! the! reader! ought! to! regard! the! author! as! an! instructor! and,!
consequently,! the! literature! as! a! series! of! lessons,! it! would! not! be!
unreasonable!to!expect!an!assessment!of!the!pupil’s!comprehension,!a!final!
exam!of!sorts.!!As!several!scholars!have!proposed4,!Lucretius’!rendition!of!
the!Plague! of!Athens!performs! this!precise! function;! that! is,! it! serves! to!
gauge!how!closely!his!pupils!–!both!Memmius,! the!direct!addressee,!and!
the! reader! –! have! paid! attention! to! his! exposition! of! nature.! ! Such! an!






!Monica!Gale,!who!discusses!this! interpretation! in!both!Lucretius!and! the!Didactic!Epic!







And! yet,! the! Plague! of! Athens! is! not! the! only! phenomenon!
discussed! in!Book!Six!whose!description! contains! frightful! elements.! !As!
James! Jope! notes,! in! lines! 121! to! 129! Lucretius! employs! “vehement!
language! (perterricrepo! sonitu)”! to! convey! the! “magnitude! of! the! process”!




indeed,! perterricrepo! sonitu! (VI.129)! translates! as! a! “terribly! rattling! din,”!
and! the! winds! are! likened! to! raging! beasts! in! the! lines! Jope! cites.!!
Nevertheless,! the!discussions!of! thunder! and! tempestuous!winds! are!not!
comparable! to! the! plague! narrative.! ! Aside! from! the! fact! that! such!
descriptions! focus! chiefly! on! the! phenomenon! itself! and,! unlike! the!















to! receive! the! frightening! account! of! the! plague! on! his! own.! ! Though!











to!continue!writing!and! to!conclude! the!description!of! the!plague!with!a!
reassuring! rationalization,7! the! fact! remains! that! he! presented! his! reader!
with! at! least! 148! lines! of! frightening! text! and! imagery.! ! The! teacher-
philosopher-poet! thus! administers! a! formidable! final! exam,! one! that! his!




view! the! narrative! as! discordant! with! the! rest! of! De! Rerum! Natura.!!
Because! of! its! viscerally! and! psychologically! unsettling! presentation! of!
death,! it! seems! to! clash! first!with! the!poem’s! introduction,!which! exalts!
Venus!as!the!genetrix!of!all!things,!and!then!with!the!poem!proper,!which!
serves! to! illuminate! and! decry! the! fear! of! death.! ! A! closer! reading,!
however,! reveals! that! the! epilogue! –! that! is,! the! plague! narrative! –! is!
intimately!connected! to! the! treatise!as!a!whole.! !By!exploring!death,! the!
unavoidable! and! natural! complement! to! birth,! this! narrative! recalls!
Lucretius’!resolution!as!put!forth!in!Book!One!to!explain!the!workings!of!
nature!to!his!audience!and!thus!undermine!the!fear!of!death;!by!offering!an!
unapologetically! stark!picture! of! human! suffering,! the! same! narrative,! in!
the!form!of!a!philosophical!final!exam,!tests!the!success!of!his!resolution.!!
In! addition! to! emphasizing! the! poet’s! mission! statement! at! these! two!
levels,!therefore,!the!epilogue!establishes!a!link!between!the!beginning!and!











! Monica! Gale,! who! states! in! Myth! and! Poetry! in! Lucretius! that! “few! critics! would!





































PEACEMAKER OR THE NEW HANNIBAL: A Literary Critique of Caesar and 






Now swiftly Caesar has surmounted the icy Alps and in his mind conceived immense 
upheavals, coming war. 
 




“By! warfare’s! vast! commotion! Rome! is! shaken! just! as! though! the!
Carthaginians!were! crossing! the!Alps,!Hannibal:! the! cohorts! are! filled! to!
strength!with!recruits,!every!wood!is!felled!for!the!fleet,!the!order!has!gone!
out:! ‘By! land! and! sea! go! after! Caesar.’”(Lucan! 1.303-307)8! Students! of!
classical!history!have! read!G.! Julius!Caesar’s! account! of! the!Roman! civil!
war! (49! B.C.)! in! his! book! Bellum! Civile! in! an! attempt! to! understand!
Caesar.!The!story!of!this!war!is!told!by!Julius!Caesar!himself,!and!must!be!
read!carefully!because!history! is!written!by! the!winners.! It!would!not!be!
until!years!after!the!Roman!Civil!War,!in!the!1st!century!A.D.,!that!Lucan,!




Lucan! represents! the! views! of! those! who! had! not! only! lived!
under!the!monarchy!which!was!the!final!product!of!the!conflict!
begun! in! 49! B.C.,! but! had! experienced! its! less! agreeable!
consequences!under!the!later!Julio-Claudians.!Lucan’s!work!must!
in!the!end!be!judged!as!an!epic!poem,!which!it!was!surely!meant!












of! history! to! understand! the! person! of! Julius! Caesar.! ! However,! it! is!
important! to! understand! that! Lucan! subverts! the! “writing”! Caesar’s!
presentation!of!the! “written”!Caesar.!The!writing!Caesar! is!presenting!the!
written!Caesar! as! a!peacemaker!with! the! common! interest! in!mind;! and!
Lucan! presents! the!written! Caesar! as! the! new!Hannibal.! Therefore,! by!
using!both!accounts!of! the!civil!war! from!Lucan’s!Pharsalia!and!Caesar’s!




to! believe! that! Caesar! really! had! Rome’! s! interest! in!mind,! but! Caesar!
shows!his!cards!early!in!Book!1:!
[Caesar’s]! standing!had!always!been!his! first!consideration,!more!
important! than!his! life.!He! felt!hurt!because!a! favor!granted!by!
the!Roman!people!had!been! insultingly!wrenched! from!him!by!
his!enemies;!he!was!being!dragged!back!to!Rome!with!six!months!
of! his! governorship! stolen! from! him,! even! though! the! Roman!




Caesar’s! standing,!his!dignitas,!with! the!people!had!been!his! interest.!He!
was! insulted.!His!dignity!was!called! into!question! in! front!of! the!people.!
After!all,!he!says!that!the!Roman!people!had!sanctioned!his!candidature!in!
absence! at! the! next! election.! This! had! never! occurred,! but! because! it!
happened,! he! hoped! to! evince! this! as! proof! that! the! people! loved! him.!
Caesar!admits!his!selfishness!and!that!his!station!was!more!important!than!
his!life.!His!governorship!was!ripped!from!his!possession!early.!He!was!held!














Caesar! cites! greed,! envy,! and! jealousy! as! the! basic!motives! of! civil!war.!
Pompey!and!his!cohorts!are!the!pawns! in!a!game!that!Caesar!claims!need!
not!occur.!He!says:!!
Cato!was! driven! by! a! long! standing! enmity! to!Caesar! and! the!
resentment!at!his!electoral!defeat.!Lentulus!was!motivated!by!the!
size!of!his!debts,!by! the!hope!of!an!army!and!provinces,!and!by!
the! prospect! of! inducements! offered! by! kings! who! desired!
recognition;!he!also!boasted! to!his! intimates! that!he!would!be!a!
second! Sulla,! to!whom! supreme! power!would! fall.! Scipio!was!






Caesar! gives! every! reason! why! his! enemies! were! keen! to! fight.! He!
consistently! tries! to! rely! upon! is! his! resolve! for! peace,! but! never! does!
Caesar! say! that! he! began! war! for! his! own! glorification.! According! to!
Caesar,!Lentulus!would!fight!for!glory.!Never!does!he!say!that!the!invasion!
was! for! the!purpose! of!money! or!position;! these! are!Cato’s! and! Scipio’s!
interests.! Never! in! Bellum! Civile! does! Caesar! say! that! he! is! killing!
thousands!of!people!for!the!sake!of!gaining!the!position!of!Dictator!of!the!
Republic,!but!he!points!to!Pompey!as!doing!as!much.!What!Caesar!does!do!
is! accuse!Cato! of! resentment,! Lentulus! of! greed! and! desire,! Pompey! of!
being!misguided!and!wanting! the!power! for!himself!and!Scipio!of! feeling!




he! takes! office! as! Imperator-Dictator,! the! plebeians! are! calling! for! his!
crowning.!It! is!the!oligarchic!few!with!whom!Caesar! is!troubled.!It! is!the!
patrician!minority,!the! loudest!voice!of!power!that!opposes!Caesar,!as!he!
says:!
Thus! the!majority,!browbeaten!by! the! consul,! frightened!by! an!




to! the! state…! stern! views! were! expressed;! the! bitterer! and!




Rome! is! frightened!by!an!army!at! its!doorstep.!Caesar!claim’s! that,! if! the!
senate!did!not!approve!Pompey’s!desires,! then!he,!Pompey,!would!attack!
Rome! with! his! army’s.! Caesar! response! is! to! protect! the! people! by!




Before! Caesar! would! attempt! to! engage! Pompey! in! battle,! he!
claimed! that!he! first! gave!Pompey! the! chance! to!maintain!peace.!Caesar!
was!willing,!he!says,!to!do!anything! for!the!sake!of!the!Republic.!He! just!
had!a!few!modest!demands:!
![Caesar]!was! ready! to! descend! to! any! depths! and!put!up!with!
anything! for! the! sake!of! the! republic.!Pompey! should! go! to!his!
provinces,! they! should! disband! their! armies,! everyone! in! Italy!
should! lay!down! their!arms,! the!community!should!be! liberated!
from! fear,! and! the! senate! and! the! people! of! Rome! should! be!
permitted! free! elections! and! complete! control! of! the! state…,!
[Pompey! and!Caesar!were! to!meet! so! that]! all! their!differences!
would!be!resolved!by!discussion!(1.9).!
Caesar,! ever! the! peacekeeper,! was! ready! to! fight! to! save! the! republic.!
Caesar’s!perception!of!himself!as!peacekeeper!is!demonstrated!again!in!his!
writing.! The! commonly! held! belief! that! Caesar! refused! to! give! up! his!
legions! and! go! to!Rome! because! of! his! personal! fear! of! arrest! and! trial,!
would!seem!to!be!a!fair!conclusion.!Caesar,!however,!stated!that!his!desire!
was!to!maintain!peace!and!because!Pompey!would!not!give!up!his!legally!




were! the! case,! then! it! would! be! reasonable! to! suggest! Caesar! should!
maintain!peace!in!the!Republic.!!Frederick!Ahl!writes,!“Caesar’s!genius!was!
founded! upon! a! distorted! and! self-seeking! megalomania! and! that! his!
military!prowess!and!forcefulness!of!character!were!vices!not!virtues,!since!
they!worked! against! the!best! interests! of! the! state.”11! Pompey’s! reply! to!
Caesar! stated! that,! “Caesar! was! to! return! to! Gaul,! withdraw! from!
Ariminum,!and!disband!his!armies;!and!if!he!did!this,!Pompey!would!go!to!
Spain;!in!the!meantime,!until!guarantees!had!been!given!that!Caesar!would!








It!was! unreasonable! of! Pompey! to! demand! that!Caesar! should!
withdraw! from!Ariminum! and! return! to!his!province,!while!he!
himself! kept! not! only!provinces! but! also! legions! that!were! not!















of! Italy,! Lucan! presents! a! scenario,! explicating! the! events! in! a! literary!
fashion!to!stress!the!significance!of!what!this!means:!Hannibal!crossing!into!
Rome,!not!Caesar:!
!Caesar’s! massive! forces! with! their! gathered! might! made! him!
confident! to! venture!higher:!he! extends! through! all!of! Italy;!he!
occupies! the! nearest! towns.! And! empty! rumour,! speedy!
messenger! of! quickening! war,! augmented! genuine! fears;! it!
invaded!people’s!minds!with!pictures!of!calamity…!(1.466-471).!!
Lucan! says! that!Caesar! occupies! towns! and! spreads! fear!before! him! and!




greater,!wilder,!more!pitiless! from! the!conquest!of! the!enemy”! (Lucan!1.!
378-380).!!He!is!now!a!caricature!of!himself.!Caesar!-imperator,!incapable!
of! demanding! anything!modest,! fights! for! pride! and! refuses! to!maintain!




















followed! the! law! of! the! land! and! disbanded! his! army! before! he!was! to!
enter! into! Italy.!By!not!doing! so,!he! is!making! a! formal! act!of! aggression!
upon! his! country.!He! seemed! like! a! foreign! ruler!with! a! foreign! army.!
Caesar!responds:!!
O!Rome,! the! equal! of! the! highest! deity,! favour!my! plans.!Not!
with! impious! weapons! do! I! pursue! you-! here! am! I,! Caesar,!





their! enemy.! It! is!Caesar! that! subjugates!Rome! to! himself,! no! longer! as!
citizen!soldier,!but!ruler.!!
! Lucan!writes!of!Caesar!as!he!crossed!the!Rubicon,!“here!I!abandon!
peace!and!desecrated! law;! fortune,! it! is!you! I! follow.!Farewell! to! treaties!
from!now!on;!I!have!relied!on!them!for!long!enough;!now!war!must!be!our!






of!Caesar’s!when!he! says,! “As! long! as! earth! supports! the! sea! and! air! the!
earth,!as!long!as!Titan!revolves!in!his!lengthy!toils!and!the!sky!night!follows!
day! through! all! the! constellations,! there! will! be! no! loyalty! between!
associates! in! tyranny! and! no! power! will! tolerate! a! partner”! (1.89-93).!!
Caesar!was!too!powerful,!and!this!was!a!contest!of!wills!that!went!too!far!




Rivalry! in! excellence! spurs! them! on.! That! fresh! exploits! will!
overshadow!former!triumphs!and!victory!over!pirates!gives!place!
to!Gallic! conquests,! this,!Magnus,! is! your! fear;!Caesar,! you! are!
roused!by!your! long! chain!of! tasks,! experience!of! toil! and!your!




The! favor! that! Pompey! did! for! Rome! of! course! has! become! almost!
legendary.!The!defeat!of! the!pirates! in! the!Mediterranean,! and! the! short!
amount!of!time!in!which!it!occurred,!was!enough!to!give!Pompey!the!title!
“Magnus.”! Caesar! was! hero! of! the! wars! in! Gaul,! a! résumé! that! was!
impressive! in! any! age;! the! new! Alexander,! the! new! contender! for! the!
position! of! hero.!And!while! Pompey!was!married! to! Caesar’s! daughter!












uncertain! where! to! go! for! safety,! where! to! run! from! danger,!
wherever! impulse! of! flight! sweeps! them! on,! they! drive! the!
peoples! rushing! headlong,! breaking! out! in! hoards! who! stick!
together!in!a!long!chain!(1.!486-494).!
The!man!who! claimed! to! be! the! hero! of! the! republic! sent! the! senators!
running,!impelled!by!an!empty!terror.!This!is!not!how!Caesar!wished!to!be!
viewed.!Lucan!would!have! the! reader!believe! that! it!was! terror! and! fear!
that! impelled! them! to! flee! for! their! lives.! Lucan! has! subverted!Caesar’s!
view!of!Caesar.!
! All! the!while! the!Senators!were! fleeing,! the!people! as!well! felt! a!
particular! fear! at! the! coming! of! Caesar.! Caesar! says! in! 1.13! that,! “the!








peoples! and! with! conquered! nations,! large! enough! (should! they! mass!
together)! for! all! humankind,! was! abandoned! at! Caesar’s! coming! by!
cowardly!throngs,!easy!prey”!(1.511!-513).!This!is!not!the!sort!of!welcome!
that!Caesar!presents!in!his!writings.!Lucan!continues,!“Yet!such!great!panic!
we!must!pardon,!we!must!pardon:! they! fear! since!Pompey! flees”! (1.521-
52).!And!while!Caesar!admits!an!emptying!of!the!city!in!1.14,!he!attributes!
it! to! a! false! rumor! of! his! armies! being! outside! of! the! city.! Caesar,! the!
invader!of!Rome,!has!become!Hannibal!at!the!gates.!!
! The! city! is! changed,! the!people! are! afraid,! the! invading!Caesar! is!
coming.!“The!Caesar!of!the!Pharsalia! is!endowed!with!superhuman!vigor!
and! energy,! but! it! is! energy! used! to! attain! ends! dictated! by! narrow! self!
interest,! culminating! in! a! destructive! rather! than! a! creative! victory.”14!
Caesar! is! the! cause! of! the! ruin,! as!Ahl! says.!The! great! Pompey! fled! his!
friendship,!and!all!Caesar!touched!turned!to!ruin.!In!Lucan’s!words,!what!
madness! was! this?! A! narrow! self-interested! megalomaniacal! act! of!
madness:!!
Of!wars!across!the!Emathian!plains,!worse!than!civil!wars,!and!of!




standards! ranged! in! enmity! against! standards,!of! eagles!matched!
and! javelins! threatening! javelins.! What! madness! was! this,! O!
citizens?!(1.1-8).!!
Lucan! says! that! the! eagles! were! matched.! The! power! of! Pompey! and!
Caesar!was!the!same;!two!citizens!fighting!one!another!and!bringing!javelin!
against! javelin.!“Caesar!does!not!use!his!talents!to!cure!the! ills!of!the!sick!
republic.!He!ends! the! sickness!by!killing! the!patient.”15!A!mighty!people!







Caesar!was! also!misdirecting.! It!was! intended! to! persuade! the! reader! to!












nor! Lucan! should! be! read! as! the! definitive! perception! of! the! person! of!
Julius!Caesar,!the!two!books!should!be!read!together!to!get!a!more!correct!
perception.!However,! it! is! important! to! understand! that! Lucan! subverts!
Caesar’s! presentation! of! Caesar! by! presenting! Caesar! as! Hannibal.!
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REVIEW: Isaac, Benjamin The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 2004. Pp xiv + 563. Paper, 




Benjamin! Isaac’s! book,! The! Invention! of! Racism! in! Classical! Antiquity,!
discusses! the!origins!of! racism.!This!book!challenges! the!assumption! that!
racism! started! in! the! Eighteenth! Century,! asserting! that! something! as!









from! nowhere,! his!method! of! looking! for! racism! in! the! texts! assumes! a!
little! too!much! about!whole! societies! than!can!be! found! in! such! a! small!
sample!of!writings.!In!this!article,!I!will!use!reviews!from!David!Noy!and!
M.!Lambert!to!show!that,!while!Isaac!has!good!points!about!the!nature!of!
racism,! he! also! extrapolates! his! thinking! too!much,! and! has! somewhat!
inconsistent!interpretations!of!constitutes!racism.!!
! Benjamin! Isaac’s! book! begins! with! a! section! that! lays! out! his!
thoughts! on! racism.!The! review! by!M.! Lambert! praises! the! book! as! an!
“academic! tour-de-force”!which! it!described!as!having! “usability! increased!
by!clear!structure.”!It!is!particularly!keen!on!Isaac’s!definitions!of!race!and!
racism,! as! well! as! his! invention! of! the! word! “proto-racism,”! and! their!
separation!from!ethnic!prejudices.16!!Isaac’s!book!does!do!an!interesting!job!
of!defining! a!very! charged!word,!defining! racism! as! “an! attitude! towards!









has! a! point! stating! that! racism! was! not! invented! whole-cloth! in! the!
eighteenth!century,!and!his!definition!for!“proto-racism,”!his!terms!for!early!
thoughts! that! follow! this! pattern,! is! “attribut[ing]! to! groups! of! people!
common! characteristics! considered! to! be! unalterable! because! they! are!
determined! by! external! factors! or! heredity.”18! Isaac! does! an! interesting!
thing!with! theses!definitions,!divorcing! racism! from!necessarily!having! to!
attempt! to! create! a! scientific! element!or! including! a! color-bias.!Lambert!
feels! that! this! definition! is! a! step! forward! for! race! studies,! and,! sans! a!
problem! or! two!with! Isaac’s! depiction! of!Rome’s! practice! of! feminizing!
foreigners,! sees! the!book!very!positively.19! I! tend! to! agree!with!Lambert!
that! the!definition!of! racism! is! interesting! and!compelling,!but! I!disagree!
that!the!book!is!particularly!clear.!
! David! Noy’s! review! makes! the! point! that! Isaac! uses! texts! to!
represent!widely!held!beliefs! that!may!not!have!been! intended! to!do! so.!
Noy!particularly! criticizes! Isaac! for! doing! this!with! satires! and! oratories,!
but!Isaac!makes!this!assumption!throughout!the!book.20!!Isaac’s!book!looks!
at!various! forms!of!early!prejudice.!One! such! form! is! “the!environmental!
theory”!which!stated! that! the!climate! that!a!people! lived! in!would!affect!
their!physical!and!intellectual!characteristics.21!Isaac!rightly!shows!that!the!
environmental! theory! led! to! prejudice! and! the! thoughts! of! people!
belonging! to! “peoples! of! uniformly! good! or! bad! characters.”22! But! Isaac!
makes!a!leap!when!he!ascribes!this!hypothesis!to!the!whole.!This!happens!
when! he! links! Hippocrates’s! Airs,! Waters,! Places,! a! medical! text,! to!
undisputed! common! assumption:! “The! theory! is! put! forward! here!
explicitly,!but!there!can!be!little!doubt!that!it!was!generally!assumed!to!be!





that! such! racist! thoughts,! as! opposed! to! general! ethno-centrist! thoughts,!
were!particularly!widespread.!!
! Another!problem!with!Isaac’s!work!is!its!inconsistency!in!where!it!




















section! on! the! Roman’s! views! of! the!Germans! that! the!Germans! are! a!
better!people!due!to!their!purity:!“we!have…the!undoubted!assumption!of!
the!superiority!of!pure!lineage:!intermarriage!between!Germans!and!others!
would! affect! the!quality!of! their!offspring.”25! Isaac! is!making! a!big!claim!
that! this! example! of! pure! heritage! was! a! proto-racist! thought! leading!
Romans! to! think!of!Germans! as! superior.!However,!when!discussing! the!
Jews,!Isaac!discusses!the!Roman!distaste!for!this!people,!who!were!thought!
of! as!misanthropic.! Isaac! also! discusses! how! the! Jews!were! disliked! for!
their! apparent! use! of! proselytizing! to! acquire! new! members! to! their!
religion.26! However,! Isaac! does! not! link! this! mixing! of! peoples! in!
proselytizing!as!an!example!of!disliking!the!mixing!of!peoples.!Rather,!Isaac!
depicts! all! of! the! prejudices! against! the! Jews! as! ethnic,! and! not! proto-
racist.27!This! inconsistency! shows! that! Isaac!does!not!always!have!a!clear!
idea!what!separates!ethnic!prejudice!from!proto-racism.!!
! Lambert!points!out! that! Isaac’s!book!has! “helpful! summaries”!and!
some! “sensible!conclusions,”! and! that! it! is! readable,!but!concludes! that! it!
never! rises! above! a! pedestrian!work! of! analysis.28! ! I! tend! to! agree! that,!
while! Isaac! includes! some! very! helpful! thoughts,! including! a! thought-
provoking! definition! of! racism,! and! while! it! was! a! highly! readable!
exposition,! it!did!not!make! its!case!very!effectively.! Isaac’s!book! left! too!
much!out! to! clearly! link! racism! to! these! texts!or!define!proto-racism! as!
different! from! ethnic!prejudices.!While! Isaac’s! book! raises! an! interesting!
point!about!the!history!of!racism,!it!never!completely!delivers,!leaving!too!
many!questions!unaddressed.!However,!the!book!does!raise!an! interesting!
point!and!will!hopefully!inspire!other!scholars!to!follow!up!on!this!topic.!
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